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In Praise of Silence
Jacqueline Blasko
I must confess that I despise snow. Snow makes me long for summer like nothing else. I
cannot stand the hideous look of dirty, black, grimy snow piled in banks in parking lots. I hate
clearing the stuff off my car.
And yet, snow can also be quite beautiful. I recall one winter night when my mother and I
went for a walk around our neighborhood during a snowfall. The streets were perfectly, blissfully
still. It was utter tranquility and peace. I admired the soft, sparkling look of the newborn snow in
the starlight, like the sweetest sugar in a grandmother’s kitchen on Christmas Eve. The flurries
silently fell, and I could see them in the streetlights, constant and steady. It was such a beautiful
scene that I felt like crying. Snow isn’t so bad after all. In some ways it is really quite lovely,
especially the silence of it.
There were no cars on the road, no others around except for my mom and I. It could just
as easily have been 1816 instead of 2016.
The modern world has deceived us into believing we must always be busy. We must
always have noise. No one can simply sit still and breathe. Our phones constantly buzz and
vibrate, our fingers typing incessantly. Television sets babble on and on to no one. Two people
need to fill in the awkward pauses with small talk. We must always be talking, talking, talking,
but are we ever really saying anything?
In the Twilight Zone episode “Execution,” a man named Joe from an 1880s Old West
town is accidentally transported into the-then present day of 1959. He goes outside into the busy
streets, becoming utterly confused and stunned at all the noise from the car horns blaring, the
music pouring from stores, the flashing neon signs, the commotion of the modern city. “It’s like
thunder all the time,” Joe says. He goes into a complete panic, shooting at a TV screen and
nearly getting run over by what he calls a “carriage without horses.”
This man from vintage television had a realistic reaction to all the noise. After all, he
came from a period and place where silence was omnipresent. In the Old West, the wilderness
had a life all of its own. Settlers of European descent arrived in droves to the vast, expansive
plains, hoping to escape the crowded, bustling, long-established East Coast for free land. The
West has taken on a mythical quality in the American imagination, which Marilynne Robinson
discusses in her essay “When I was a Child,” where she writes about the “lonesome” West. “In
the West,” Robinson writes, “’lonesome’ is a word with strongly positive connotations.”
The Homestead Act of 1862 opened the West to European settlement. Pioneers would
live in a claim shanty for five years in exchange for ownership of the land. Covered wagons, or
“prairie schooners,” rumbled across the plains seeking serenity.
However, the Homestead Act proved to be mostly a failure. Many settlers had the
opposite reaction of Joe from The Twilight Zone. The silence of the West made them go insane
with loneliness, abandoning their prairie shacks and returning East. Some even committed
suicide or murder. The silence and loneliness of the West proved too stifling, too scary.
Today the West still has that same feeling. I visited Wyoming two summers ago and the
desolation of the place really stunned me. The miles upon miles of vast wilderness looked as if
no human eye had ever seen it. My mother said it looked like Mars. Every now and then, we’d
pass a single small house, totally isolated in this desert of nothingness. What did those people
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who lived there do all day, I wondered? What thoughts do they have? Do they go insane, like the
pioneers of long ago?
Those that live in the West today are descendants of the settlers who were able to stick it
out during the days of the Homestead Act. Like Marilynne Robinson, these people are at home in
this lonesome desert of nothingness. Here, the cacophony of modern life is barely present. Quiet,
isolated towns with only a single convenience store, all alone on the barren prairie, look like
something on a 1950s postcard. These sleepy little towns, many with only two or three streets,
are the embodiment of silence. They seem to have been left untouched and unaffected by the
modern world.
…
Modern Americans are taught to fear the silence. It is something to kill. Many speak just
for the sake of speaking. Some listen to music just to fill the terrifying hollows in their minds.
After all, what is silence really? Is it simply the absence of words, or of noise? And why is it so
frightening?
Silence is the embodiment of vulnerability. Sometimes it can feel as though we are naked
on display in a museum. That persistent feeling that we must cover up our nakedness with words
keeps eating at us. It is a natural fear and a part of what makes us human, just as Adam and Eve
embarrassed and exposed in the garden. We don’t have to fear it, though. Just like nakedness,
silence can be beautiful.
“If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all,” said Thumper in the
classic Disney film Bambi, repeating a phrase from his father. Sound advice, certainly, but I
would also add that if you don’t have anything to say, then don’t say anything at all. “Speak only
if it improves upon the beauty of the silence,” Mahatma Gandhi said so eloquently. Not too many
people today see silence as something beautiful, I worry.
While silence is vulnerable and fragile it is also soft and soothing, sensitive, subdued.
Too many people dismiss it these days, and I think that is why I sympathize with it.
All my life, I’ve received comments from others about how quiet I am. Quietness is
looked at as different, weird, not normal. People with confident, open personalities are seen as
better leaders and more likely to succeed. In American culture, those who are quiet are seen as
“loners,” or standoffish. They are often subject to ridicule in movies and TV shows.
As I’ve gotten older, I have started to find these comments quite amusing. After all, I
don’t go up to talkative people and tell them to shut up, though sometimes I feel like doing so.
Being quiet feels almost like a rebellion. While I do enjoy a good conversation, I’ve also
learned to take pride in the fact that I know how to be quiet when speaking isn’t necessary.
Still, silence can be scary. How do you interpret silence from other people? Isn’t it scary,
a disapproving look your boss gives you, or the utter stupefied look on a friend’s face when a
joke doesn’t land? What about the ever-growing space between two people who were once
close?
In the silence between two people, vulnerability is on display. Again, we feel naked and
exposed. I believe we learn more about others through what we don’t say than through what we
do. Sometimes those moments of silence are when we truly get to know others. Just being in
someone’s presence is a pleasure. There is something almost sensual about it. We don’t need to
fill in those empty spaces with silly sounds and useless syllables. God gave us five senses; we
don’t always have to be listening to simple chatter. We use sight to steadily gaze on another and
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admire, smell to take in their pleasing scent, gentle touch to feel skin against ours. No words are
necessary to capture the feeling of two people basking in the other’s presence.
In the silence also, we truly know ourselves. We are alone with our own thoughts, and
sometimes those thoughts can be scary. Who among us hasn’t been kept awake at night by a
mind that just won’t stop talking?
In school among peers and in the workplace, original thoughts and ideas are often
dismissed, and so we train our minds to be carbon copies of others even down to our inner
monologues. I remember as a child how I feared others could read my mind like a cartoon speech
bubble. There again comes the vulnerability aspect.
But I believe that we must be vulnerable to ourselves most of all, and that can only come
in the silence. Turning off that inner monologue and simply sitting still, reveling in that
nothingness is the hardest of all. That’s something I still haven’t mastered.
…
In the silence, I hear God. When I go for a stroll in the woods to get my mind off stress, I
listen. To the sounds of the woods, the squirrels scampering, the leaves softly blowing in the
wind. I see the sun shining on the woodland floor and glance up and the clouds slowly drifting
by. I feel serenity. I feel the peacefulness of God’s sweet creation. In the silence, God speaks.
“Be still and know that I am God,” wrote the Psalmist in Psalm 46. I never am able to
hear God’s voice when I am in crowds. Crowds cause me to become distracted and
overwhelmed, and God’s voice is buried by the commotion. I hear God only in the silence, when
His gentle voice whispers softly to my soul.
Whenever school becomes stressful and I need a break from being around people
constantly, I escape into the woods. The silence restores my soul. Birds chirp, wind softly blows.
I look up at the trees and see bits of blue sky. I feel at peace.
I will never deny that the silence isn’t sometimes scary and fragile, but I think people
need to appreciate the beauty of it also. It is through the silence that we truly know ourselves,
others, and God and His creation.

